It is estimated that as many as 500,000 Vietnam veterans currently need assistance to effectively bridge the past, present, and future. Morgan (not his real name) is a 35year-old Vietnam veteran who served in combat for two tours of duty A lineman for the phone company for 24 years, Morgan enjoys working outdoors, but hopes to eventually advance to a supervisory position.
This past April, Morgan's supervisor noticed an increased incidence of absenteeism and received a number of calls from customers who complained that their "service was delayed" and that Morgan "was rude to them when hooking up their phones." Morgan had become increasingly uncooperative with co-workers, four of whom have requested a transfer.
Although Morgan is one of the company's most productive employees, the aforementioned behaviors have now surfaced (during the months of April and May) for three consecutive years. When Morgan's conduct could be no longer ignored, he was confronted by his supervisor. "I know I've had a few runins," he rationalized, "but no more than anyone else. They're just picking on me because my work is so good. And you know how those customers are."
Morgan's supervisor shared her observation that this same type of problem occurred last year during April and suggested to him that possibly the spring was a reminder of something that had happened in his past. She affirmed that he was a highly valued employee, but that his current behavior was not acceptable. "I know you want to retire with us," she expressed, "so I want you to do some serious thinking about this. Let's meet again in two days after we've both had time to examine the issues at hand."
When Morgan returned, he communicated that he had been thinking about Vietnam a lot lately "You know the change in weather reminds me of the jungle and I've got feelings I just can't shake. I get so angry and restlesseven our home is a battlefield. It's so frightening when the spring rains come and the new foliage appears. Sometimes the fear and anger are there before I even understand why One spring when I worked construction, I got so scared that I showed up for work with a gun."
Morgan's supervisor recognized the complexity of his predicament and suggested that he needed more help than she could provide. She collaborated with the occupational health nurse who arranged a referral to a local Vietnam Veterans Outreach Program and Veterans Support Group. These have provided the support he desperately needed and an excellent outlet for verbalizations about his feelings and experiences in a non-threatening environment among his peers.
During the ensuing months, Morgan and his supervisor have met on a regular basis to discuss expectations, progress, and formulation of future goals. After consistent behavioral limits were established, Morgan made a positive adjustment in the work setting, with a productive channeling of energies and increased dedication to the organization and his supervisor.
Between August 1964 and May 1975 -ten years and nine months of hellthe Morgans of America left their comfort, safety and freedom to fulfill their military duty in Southeast Asia. Exposed to the trauma of combat and unconventional war tactics, turbulence was also no stranger on the homefront on their return. During this controversial conflict, racial riots, social upheaval, assasinations of key political figures, and protests against the Vietnam War characterized the American scene. When the nightmare was finally over there were no tickertape, welcome-home parades, no openarm embraces. Spit and screams of "baby-killer" greeted returning combat veterans within days of being in combat and in mortal danger. At most, returning soldiers received only a hostile welcome.
Nearly two decades later, the wartime experiences of countless veterans have not been resolved and America is still wrestling with this relentless legacy. The malady of many veterans is evidenced by repetitive nightmares, flashbacks, rage, low selfesteem, survival guilt, shame, isolation, depersonalization, and emotional numbing. These reactions present numerous managerial problems in the workplace in the form of poor interpersonal relations, particularly with authority figures, impulsive behavior (such as walking off the job), subconscious hypervigilance, or even aggression to self and others.
While many Vietnam veterans gained inner strength and grew from their experiences, Wilson (1980) estimates that as many as 500,000 currently need assistance to effectively bridge the past, present, and future. This calls for a specially-tailored fusion of leadership theory and practice in the organizational setting.
The philosophy that "recognition is everyones
role" should be an integral part of the corporate culture.
Although over 350 definitions of leadership exist, leadership remains an enigmatic phenomenon. "Historically;" writes Bennis and Nanus (1985, p. 16) , "leaders have controlled rather than organized, administered repression rather than expression, and had their followers in arrestment rather than in evolution." Concrete and pragmatic managerial strategies, not elusive concepts, are imperative to effectively direct the Vietnam veteran's energies and strengths toward a unified focus in the work setting, thereby facilitating reintegration into all aspects of living.
A managerial sensitivity to the Vietnam veteran, from recruitment to retention, necessitates the recognition the individual's understanding the coping mechanisms can assist the manager in effectively working with the Vietnam veteran employee strengths and modes compensating for weaknesses. In fact, the philosophy that "recognition is everyone's role" should be an integral part of the corporate culture. This ranges from an astute attention to military service by the personnel officer to the eliciting of information regarding past traumatic experiences by the occupational health nurse.
The manager should have a broad understanding of the Vietnam experience and should be grounded in the current literature so that his/her perceptions are not falsely distorted. For example, negative generalizations about Vietnam veterans have been reported to result in discriminatory hiring practices based on biased performance expectations, (Bordieri & Drehmet 1984) . W Foy; asserts that "it appears that many Vietnam veterans are suffering silently from Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) 'right under our noses." A thorough appreciation for the varied manifestations of PTSD is therefore essential since symptoms may be occult subtle and precipitated by a crisis at home or work. While disruptive, inappropriate behavior cannot be tolerated, an understanding approach within established behavioral expectations is necessary to maximize the importance of full potential of these veterans. Emery (1986) stresses the importance of a stable environment and limit-setting for individuals with PTSD in order to decrease manipulative behavior and acting out. Termination of an employee after the first episode of behavior however only adds to the syndrome of PTSD, perpetuating low self esteem, depression, hopelessness, substance abuse, vocational instability and violence against self or others. While not all managerial endeavors are met with success, if these veterans can be assisted to feel safe, secure, needed and not perceive the organization as an enemy; they frequently become the most loyal and responsible of employees.
